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 ‘When I am dead, they shall succeed that have the most right.’


(Elizabeth I, September 1561)
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Introduction


‘A drop of doubtful royal blood’


In March 1603, Queen Elizabeth I, the last Tudor monarch, lay dying at Richmond Palace, her favourite retreat west of London. She had reigned for forty-four years, longer and more successfully than any of the other Tudor monarchs. The forgotten younger daughter of Henry VIII, Elizabeth had had her right to the throne withdrawn in 1536 following the execution of her mother, the ‘Great Whore’, Anne Boleyn, and had been declared a bastard. The stain of illegitimacy could not easily be scrubbed away, as her grandfather, Henry VII, had found to his cost. Even when he was well established on his throne, the founder of the Tudor dynasty had been scorned by one foreign ambassador for having ‘a drop of doubtful Royal blood’.1 Furthermore, Elizabeth had had two siblings ahead of her in the line of succession: her younger half-brother Edward and her elder half-sister Mary, with the ‘nine days’ queen’ Lady Jane Grey sandwiched in between. Yet within just eight years of her father’s death in 1547, all three had followed him to the grave, leaving Elizabeth as the sole heir to the Tudor dynasty. A brilliant propagandist, she had turned the widespread horror at her unmarried state into a dazzling virtue, becoming the Virgin Queen of legend.


Elizabeth may have been celebrated for her virginity, but the price she and her subjects had paid was uncertainty over who would succeed her. Her determination not to settle the succession had given rise to fierce rivalry between the blood claimants to the English throne, among them Mary, Queen of Scots and her son James VI; Arbella Stuart; Lady Katherine Grey and her descendants; and Henry Hastings, Earl of Huntingdon. The discord had spilled out into the court and across the kingdom as a whole.


By 1603, James VI had apparently emerged as the favourite. His legitimacy, lineage, gender and religion gave him the edge over his rivals, even if there were still doubts over the legality of his claim. ‘I hear none almost call it in question,’ the Earl of Northumberland assured him at the time. The fact that the King of Scots had two sons also worked in his favour: if he should succeed, the future of the monarchy seemed secure. Even the Queen’s adoring godson, Sir John Harington, looked forward to the day when England would no longer be governed by an elderly and increasingly reclusive woman ‘but by a man of spirit and learning, of able body, of understanding mind, that in the precepts he doth give to his son shows what we must look for, what we must trust to’. In ever greater numbers, Elizabeth’s subjects flocked north to ingratiate themselves with the Queen’s likely successor. According to her earliest biographer, William Camden: ‘They adored him as the sun rising, and neglected her as now ready to set.’2


It was also Camden who described how, when the dying Queen’s anxious ministers clustered around her bed, Charles Howard, Earl of Nottingham and Lord High Admiral, urged her to settle the succession once and for all. At length, she replied that her closest blood relative, James VI, should inherit her crown, declaring: ‘I’ll have none but him.’3 She died shortly afterwards and the throne of England passed peacefully to the King of Scots.


This scene has been replayed (and embellished) numerous times in the four hundred or so years since Elizabeth’s death. It first appeared in 1615, when Camden published the first instalment of his monumental work Annales: The True and Royall History of the Famous Empresse Elizabeth. His account soon became the official version of the Stuart succession as a rightful and smooth transition from one monarch – one dynasty – to the next. Given that Camden was close to some senior members of Elizabeth’s court, historians have relied on his manuscript as one of the most important and accurate sources for the period. It has therefore shaped our view of the last years of Elizabeth and the early reign of her successor.


But detailed analysis of Camden’s original manuscript published by the British Library in 2023 revealed that key passages were pasted over and rewritten after Elizabeth’s death to make them more favourable to her successor. Thanks to advances in enhanced imaging, concealed lines can be read for the first time, offering a deeper insight into the political machinations of Elizabeth’s court. They suggest that Camden was so concerned not to offend the new king that he rewrote key sections of his manuscript, pasting new pages over his original text. Among the findings are that Elizabeth’s last-gasp naming of James as her heir was a work of fiction, designed to make his accession appear more predetermined than it had been. The real story of the Elizabethan succession was altogether darker and more turbulent than Camden’s fiction.


If the truth had been more widely known at the time, it would have had profound repercussions for the Stuart succession. Rather than welcoming James as the king to whom ‘Good Queen Bess’ had given her blessing, the people of England might have refused to accept him. After all, England and Scotland had been bitter enemies for centuries, the fleeting periods of peace cut abruptly, bloodily short by the clash of arms or threat of invasion. William Camden had lived through the reigns of all three of Henry’s children and was also the author of Britannia, a detailed history of Great Britain, so was well versed in Anglo-Scottish hostility. He therefore would have appreciated the crucial importance of smoothing the path for the new Stuart regime which, by the time that his biography of Elizabeth was published, was already looking dangerously unstable.


Using this new research as a springboard, The Stolen Crown will tell the dramatic story of the end of the Tudor dynasty and the rise of the Stuarts. Far from being a peaceful transition, it was a time of turbulence and uncertainty, conspiracy and persecution, witchcraft and gunpowder. With the accession of England’s first Stuart monarch, everything was transformed: from court culture to royal ceremony, religious tolerance to parliamentary authority, morality to witch hunting. Two countries that had been fierce rivals for centuries were now forged into an uncomfortably United Kingdom.


And it had all begun with a lie.










Chapter 1


The Thistle and the Rose


On 24 January 1502, the optimistically named Treaty of Perpetual Peace was signed by Henry VII, the first Tudor monarch of England, and representatives of the Scottish king, James IV, at Richmond Palace, the magnificent Thames-side residence that Henry had completed the previous year. It was the first alliance between England and Scotland in well over a hundred years. The two countries had been bitter enemies for almost half a millennium. Fierce rivalry, bloody battles and uneasy truces had marked their relationship ever since the Anglo-Scottish border was formed in the early 1000s. This border itself quickly became a lawless territory, blighted by frequent raids as each kingdom tried to make incursions into the other.


In size and wealth, England was superior to its northerly neighbour. The monarchy’s annual income was around nineteen times that of its Scottish counterpart. Scotland was a poor country and regarded as something of an outpost by the rest of Europe. In the late fifteenth century, its population was around 700,000, compared with three million in England, and the majority of people lived in rural areas. Edinburgh was the only major city, and the Highlands and Borders were dominated by clans and powerful lords.


The English had pushed home their advantage in 1296 when Edward I (thereafter known as the ‘Hammer of the Scots’) invaded Scotland and crushed the Scottish force at the Battle of Dunbar. Within a few months he had all but conquered the entire country. In a highly symbolic gesture, he ordered that the Stone of Destiny, on which all Scottish monarchs had been crowned for centuries, be removed to Westminster Abbey. Revolts led by William Wallace and other Scottish nobles sparked the Wars of Scottish Independence, one of the bloodiest and most protracted conflicts of the medieval period. They culminated in the accession of Robert II, the first monarch of the House of Stuart (originally spelled Stewart), in 1371.


In 1488, a little under three years after Henry VII became King of England, the fifteen-year-old James IV inherited the throne of Scotland. Traditionally regarded as the most successful of the Stuart monarchs, James enjoyed an advantage over his English rival, who was already struggling to hold on to power. Henry VII was the last of the Lancastrian claimants and his right to the throne was weak enough to spark dangerous challenges from the outset. The first came from a young man named Lambert Simnel, who claimed to be Edward Plantagenet, Earl of Warwick, nephew of the popular Yorkist king, Edward IV. He soon garnered support from some of the most powerful members of the House of York and was crowned King Edward VI in Ireland. But the promised support in England did not materialise and Henry VII defeated Simnel’s forces at the Battle of East Stoke in 1487.


Having fought off one pretender to his throne, the English king faced a more potent threat with another: Perkin Warbeck, who claimed to be the younger of the Princes in the Tower, the sons of Edward IV who were presumed murdered by their uncle, Richard III. He garnered considerable support in both England and Europe and was welcomed with open arms in Scotland, where the wily James spied an opportunity to stir up trouble for his English rival. He treated the pretender as an honoured guest at the Christmas celebrations of 1495 and subsequently arranged a marriage between Warbeck and Lady Catherine Gordon, the daughter of one of his nobles.


Choosing diplomacy over warfare, on 5 May 1496 Henry VII opened negotiations for a marriage between his eldest daughter Margaret and the King of Scots. At first, James seemed to lend a willing ear to Henry’s proposal. But all the while he was preparing to invade England with Warbeck. A red, gold and silver banner was made for the pretender as Duke of York, and James was fitted for gilded and painted armour. In September, his royal artillery was made ready while men and munitions arrived from France, Germany and other parts of Europe.


On 14 September, James and Warbeck offered prayers at Holyrood Abbey in Edinburgh. A week later, they crossed the River Tweed at Coldstream. But the hoped-for support for Warbeck in Northumberland failed to materialise and upon hearing that a superior English force was marching north from Newcastle, James and his men retreated to Scotland. They did not have far to travel: the invasion force had advanced just four miles into England during its four-day expedition.


Having failed to use Warbeck to further his ambitions towards his southerly neighbour, James quickly lost interest in the pretender and provided a ship for him to escape to Ireland. Henry VII’s army proceeded to rout Warbeck’s supporters during another failed invasion attempt and the pretender himself was taken prisoner. Anglo-Scottish peace talks resumed shortly afterwards and the Treaty of Ayton was signed on 30 September 1497. Now that the English king had regained the initiative, James was more inclined to consider marriage with Henry’s daughter, so negotiations were revived.


It took more than four years for the union to be formally agreed in the Treaty of Perpetual Peace. On 10 December 1502, almost a year after the treaty had been confirmed, James IV pledged to keep its terms at a ceremony held in Glasgow Cathedral. Despite the painstaking preparations that had gone into this moment, however, it was found that ‘France’ had been inserted into the text of the King’s oath instead of ‘England’, so the whole thing had to be repeated.1


The English version of the treaty was decorated with roses; the Scottish with thistles. The language was no less decorative, with each king pledging to uphold ‘the bond and amity, truce, friendship and alliance which presently exists between our most illustrious princes . . . that there be a true, sincere, whole and unbroken peace, friendship, league and alliance . . . from this day forth in all times to come, between them and their heirs and lawful successors’. Anxious to guard against any future pretenders, it was likely Henry VII who insisted on including the clause that neither king would offer refuge to any ‘rebels, traitors or refugees’ who threatened the other.2 To make the alliance even more binding, both sides agreed that it should be ratified by the Pope. On 28 May 1503, Alexander VI issued a papal bull that threatened excommunication from the church if either king or their heirs and successors should break the peace.


The new treaty confirmed that the marriage between the King of Scots and the English king’s daughter, first proposed six years earlier, should take place before the next Candlemas (2 February 1503). But while the Pope had granted a dispensation to allow the couple to marry, even though they were related within the prohibited degrees of consanguinity, there was opposition closer to home.


Deep-seated ethnic prejudices against the Scots were commonplace among Henry VII’s subjects. The Scottish Highlanders – or ‘Redshanks’ – were portrayed as a wild, barbaric people whose uncivilised culture, language and dress had much more in common with the Irish than the English. There were political objections, too. Polydore Vergil, an Italian scholar, historian and member of Henry VII’s court, recorded that the council expressed concern that the marriage might lead to a future King of Scots becoming King of England. Henry’s response was both historically inaccurate and predictably Anglocentric: ‘What then? Should anything of the kind happen (and God avert the omen), I foresee that our realm would suffer no harm, since England would not be absorbed by Scotland, but rather Scotland by England, being the noblest head of the entire island, since there is always glory and honour in the less being joined to that which is far the greater, just as Normandy once came under the rule and power of our ancestors the English.’ (In fact, it had been the Normans who had ruled the native English.) The same presumption about England’s natural superiority over Scotland had been shown by centuries of Henry VII’s predecessors. If his councillors had known that their fears would be realised almost exactly one hundred years later, they might not have praised the King’s ‘wisdom’ or so readily and ‘unanimously’ approved the measure.3


Despite championing the match so robustly, Henry VII had harboured some misgivings himself. In July 1498, the English king had confided to Don Pedro de Ayala, the Spanish Ambassador, that both his mother, Lady Margaret Beaufort, and his wife, Elizabeth of York, were ‘very much against the marriage’. They feared that Margaret would be sent to Scotland straightaway and that, given James IV was a known womaniser who had fathered several illegitimate children, he ‘would not wait, but would injure her and endanger her health’. Margaret was thirteen years old by the time of her proxy marriage to James in January 1503, which was certainly considered old enough to marry. But Henry was heavily influenced by his mother, who had given birth to him at the same age. She claimed the experience had ‘spoiled’ her young body, rendering her incapable of bearing any more children. Henry had earlier declared that his daughter was ‘so delicate and weak that she must be married much later than other young ladies’ and said that James would have to wait another nine years.4


But a marriage that had been so long in the making could not be delayed any further. On 8 July 1503, Margaret left Richmond for Edinburgh, accompanied by a large retinue that included her father for the first stage of the journey. It was with great regret that she bade him farewell. Her mother had died a few months earlier and a letter that Margaret wrote after her arrival in Scotland betrayed her longing for home.5 She had received a lavish reception in Edinburgh and the crowds who had gathered to welcome the English princess cheered as she progressed through the city’s streets. A sumptuous ceremony was held in the chapel of Holyroodhouse Palace on 8 August to solemnify her marriage to the 30-year-old James. The young bride’s notoriously parsimonious father had laid out a staggering 30,000 golden nobles (£10,000) on her dowry, equivalent to more than £6.6 million today. The union of two dynasties that the match represented was symbolised throughout the pageantry. The Scottish court poet William Dunbar wrote The Thissil and the Rois in celebration, in which he praised the beauty of ‘this comely queen’.6


Perhaps out of consideration for Margaret’s tender age, for the first two or three years of their marriage James visited his mistress’s bed rather than his new wife’s. It was not until the summer of 1506 that Margaret, then aged sixteen, fell pregnant. She gave birth to a son early the following year, but he died around the time of his first birthday. A daughter followed on 15 July 1508, but she died the same day.


Henry VII died in April 1509, not knowing that the alliance he had striven so hard for would eventually produce a healthy child. Prince James was born at Linlithgow Palace on 10 April 1512. Not everyone rejoiced. Margaret’s brother, Henry VIII, was now on the English throne and was not so peaceably inclined towards Scotland as his predecessor had been. The feeling was mutual. In 1513, Henry VIII led a huge invasion force to France, eager to revive the glories of his medieval ancestor Henry V, who had conquered so much of the country that he had earned the title ‘King of France’ – one that English kings and queens had continued to use long after they had lost virtually all territory across the Channel. Spying an opportunity, James ignored his wife Margaret’s pleas and revived the ‘auld alliance’, first established between Scotland and France in the thirteenth century, by leaping to Louis XII’s defence and declaring war on England. His brother-in-law was enraged. ‘It becometh ill a Scot to summon a King of England,’ he ranted. ‘One thing I ensure [assure] him [James IV] by the faith that I have to the Crown of England and by the word of a King, there shall never King nor Prince make peace with me that ever his part shall be in it.’7


With Henry on campaign in France, it was left to his consort Catherine of Aragon to superintend the English war effort as James IV prepared to invade. It was a task that this daughter of the formidable Spanish monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella rose to with gusto. Despite being heavily pregnant, she rode north in full armour to address her husband’s troops. The two armies clashed at Flodden Field, on the English side of the border, on 9 September 1513. In the ensuing battle – the largest that had been fought between these two rival kingdoms – the English were victorious. The King of Scots was slain, securing him the dubious accolade of being the last monarch in Great Britain to die in battle. A triumphant Queen Catherine sent her husband Henry a piece of James’s bloodied coat to use as a banner at the siege of Tournai.


The Anglo-Scottish alliance lay almost in tatters. The two kingdoms might have reverted to their accustomed hostility, but for as long as the new King of Scots drew breath, the Treaty of Perpetual Peace could not be entirely forgotten. James V was just one year and five months old when his father was killed at Flodden.8 According to the terms of James IV’s will, Margaret was regent during her son’s minority, but only on the proviso that she did not remarry. Henry VIII was delighted with this arrangement, since it presented an ideal opportunity for him to influence Scottish affairs through his sister. But Margaret was not minded to remain single and within a year of her husband’s death she married Archibald Douglas, sixth Earl of Angus, the most powerful magnate in Scotland, thus forfeiting her powers of regency. She gave birth to a daughter, Margaret, in 1515, but thereafter became alienated from her husband and spent long periods in England, which was once more at loggerheads with its northerly neighbour.


James V assumed personal rule in 1528 and soon after, ignoring his mother’s persuasions to forge closer links with his uncle, Henry VIII, he renewed the alliance with France. Having rejected Henry VIII’s daughter Mary as a potential bride, he went on to marry two French princesses: Madeleine, daughter of Francis I, who died less than two months after arriving in Scotland, and Mary, a noblewoman from the powerful House of Guise. In an attempt to prevent the second marriage, Henry VIII had offered himself as a husband to Mary of Guise. He told the French ambassador that he was a big man and had need of a big wife, to which Mary responded: ‘I may be a big woman, but I have a very little neck’ – a reference to a macabre jest made by Henry’s second wife, Anne Boleyn, prior to her execution, that her beheading would be swift because ‘I have a little neck’.9 Mary was crowned Queen of Scotland at Holyrood Abbey on 22 February 1540. James had offered her the title Queen of England too, but she chose not to take it, perhaps to avoid provoking her former suitor.


James’s mother Margaret died in October 1541, thus removing any lingering incentive for peace between her native and adoptive kingdoms. Open hostilities resumed almost immediately. The Scots drew first blood at Haddon Rig in August 1542, then refused to hold talks with the English until James V’s heavily pregnant wife had been delivered of her child. Their first two children (both sons) had died in infancy. Although he had fathered numerous healthy bastards by his many mistresses, James’s lack of a legitimate heir set him at a disadvantage with his English rival, who finally had a son, Edward, after three wives and almost thirty years of trying. But Henry was not minded to wait and began preparing his army for another battle.


The two sides clashed at Solway Moss on 24 November 1542 and the Scots were routed. Their king, who had complained of feeling ill before the battle (possibly with cholera or dysentery), travelled to Falkland Palace after spending a few days with his wife. His condition rapidly worsened but he continued to plan his next move against the English from his sick bed. Then news arrived that his wife had given birth to a daughter, Mary, on 8 December. According to the Scottish theologian John Knox, upon hearing of this, James lamented: ‘It cam wi’ a lass, and it will gang wi’ a lass’ (‘It began with a girl and it will end with a girl’).10 This has been taken as a reference to the Stuarts’ accession to the throne through Marjorie Bruce, daughter of Robert the Bruce, and a prophecy that the dynasty would die out with James’s newborn daughter Mary. James died on 14 December 1542, aged just thirty.11


With the King of Scots dead and his successor a six-day-old girl, Henry VIII was quick to push home his advantage. For once, he favoured diplomacy over warfare. The early sixteenth century had seen the introduction of resident ambassadors in courts across Europe. This dramatically changed the nature of diplomacy because it facilitated more regular correspondence between sovereigns and their advisers. Sir Ralph Sadler, who had come to prominence under the patronage of Henry VIII’s former chief minister Thomas Cromwell, was one of the earliest regular (if not, quite, resident) English ambassadors to Scotland. Henry VIII sent him there after the Battle of Solway Moss to negotiate a marriage alliance between his son Edward and the infant Queen of Scots. ‘King Henry VIII . . . desiring still this whole isle of Britain to be united in one monarchy, made a contract of marriage between the said two,’ recorded Sir James Melville, later Scottish ambassador to England.12 There was strong opposition to this among the Scottish government. Sadler, who was leading the negotiations there on the English king’s behalf, reported a comment made by his Scottish counterpart, Adam Otterburn, which got to the heart of their objection:


 


Our people do not like of it . . . I pray you give me leave to ask you a question: if your lad was a lass, and our lass were a lad, would you then be so earnest in this matter? . . . And likewise I assure you that our nation will never agree to have an Englishman king of Scotland. And though the whole nobility of the realm would consent, yet our common people, and the stones in the street would rise and rebel against it.13


This echoed the English government’s aversion to the proposed match between Margaret Tudor and James IV forty or so years earlier. The nub of the issue was gender. Whichever kingdom offered the bride was at a disadvantage because the groom would naturally take precedence – and, ultimately, might inherit the crown of his wife’s native land. This was even more likely with Mary, Queen of Scots than it had been with Margaret Tudor because she was her father’s sole legitimate heir, whereas Margaret had had a father and brother still living. The Treaty of Greenwich, which was signed on 1 July 1543, also made provision for a second marriage between the two kingdoms, involving Henry VIII’s younger daughter Elizabeth and James Hamilton, son of the Scottish regent, the second Earl of Arran.


No sooner had the treaty been agreed than a group of influential Scottish lords signed a ‘Secret Bond’ against it. By the end of the year, the Parliament of Scotland had entirely renounced the fledgling Anglo-Scottish alliance. This led to eight years of war between the two nations, which the celebrated Scottish historian, novelist and poet Sir Walter Scott termed the ‘Rough Wooing’. Henry VIII made the first aggressive move when he sent an army to invade Edinburgh in May 1544. During the conflict, the English commander Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, gave the order for the city to be burned. Almost all the houses within it were razed to the ground and considerable damage was inflicted on Holyrood Abbey, where James V lay buried. His tomb was destroyed by another English raid three years later.


In the meantime, Henry VIII took measures to prevent the Stuart line from ever inheriting the throne of England. In a hereditary monarchy, it was presumed that the closest blood descendant would succeed to the throne. But while England had had a more or less hereditary system for centuries (barring the occasional usurpation), there was no fixed law or rule governing the right to the throne. Furthermore, English common law stipulated that those born outside the realm could not inherit land or property – and so, by extension, the crown. This was not straightforward though, thanks to historic claims of overlordship dating back to Edward I’s conquest of Scotland, which had temporarily forced it into allegiance to the English crown. Henry VIII certainly saw himself as the overlord of Scotland, with the king there paying him homage.


The succession was further complicated by Henry VIII’s controversial and extensive marital history, which had resulted in three children by three different wives. His solution had been to create a series of Succession Acts in Parliament. The first was passed by Parliament in 1534 and disinherited his elder daughter Mary in favour of his younger daughter Elizabeth. The Second Succession Act of 1536 disinherited both Elizabeth and Mary in favour of any children from Henry’s new marriage to Jane Seymour, who the following year obligingly produced the long-awaited son, Prince Edward. The Third Succession Act of 1543 confirmed Edward as Henry’s immediate heir and reinstated Mary and Elizabeth after their new brother.


Significantly, both the 1536 and 1543 acts also stipulated that if the line of succession was not continued by the King’s children, it would be regulated by the contents of his last will and testament. This ran contrary to common law, which did not allow for the nomination of heirs. But by now Henry was used to acting the absolutist monarch. After all, he had separated England from Rome to secure an annulment from his first wife, executed his second, created a new church and set in train a sweeping religious revolution. Naturally he viewed the succession as his to command. Future monarchs would be left to deal with the fallout from this seismic shift – his youngest daughter in particular.


It is perhaps not surprising that Henry should have been so concerned to secure the future of his throne. By the time the Third Succession Act was passed, Henry’s health was deteriorating rapidly. Incapacitated by a serious jousting accident in 1536, he was plagued by pain from his leg wounds, which turned ulcerous. Unable to undertake any form of physical exercise, he had rapidly gained weight. Complications from his injury had almost proved fatal in 1538 and frantic preparations had been made for the succession.


By late 1546, it was obvious to everyone who saw him that the 55-year-old king did not have long left to live. He attended the Christmas celebrations at Greenwich only briefly before retreating to Whitehall Palace with a handful of private attendants. There, the final revisions were made to his will on 30 December – with Henry’s knowledge or sanction is uncertain. Debate surrounding the authenticity of the will continues, but what is clear is how dominant the succession is within it, accounting for 60 per cent of the total text. The key clause, which would have profound ramifications for the succession during Elizabeth’s reign, stated:


 


For default of the issue of the several bodies of us and of our said son prince Edward and of our said daughters Mary and Elizabeth lawfully begotten shall wholly remain and come to the heirs of the body of the Lady Frances our niece, eldest daughter to our late sister the French Queen lawfully begotten.14


 


In other words, after Edward, Mary and Elizabeth would come the descendants of Henry’s younger sister, Mary: Jane, Katherine and Mary Grey (the daughters of Frances Grey, Duchess of Suffolk, Princess Mary’s eldest child), and Margaret (the only surviving child of Eleanor Clifford, Countess of Cumberland, Princess Mary’s second child). The descendants of Henry’s elder sister Margaret – her granddaughter Mary, Queen of Scots and her daughter Margaret Douglas – were conspicuously excluded. The clause therefore ran counter to inheritance based on primogeniture, which by now was firmly established in England – by tradition if not by law – as well as throughout Europe.


Introducing an element of personal choice into the succession rather than relying on the centuries-old system of hereditary monarchy meant the will was profoundly destabilising. Although Henry intended it as a potent tool to impose the royal will, once the genie was out of the bottle, there was always the prospect that it could be directed by others.


The Reformation that Henry VIII had set in train further exacerbated the already vexed issue of the succession. He had died a Catholic – albeit not a Roman Catholic – but had signposted his wishes for the future by ensuring that his son and heir was raised a Protestant, as was Elizabeth. This set them at loggerheads with their elder half-sister Mary, a staunch Roman Catholic. The choices that all three of Henry’s children made regarding the succession would be heavily influenced by their religion.


Henry VIII’s will was read to him on 27 January 1547, just hours before his death. He was incapable of signing it by hand, so the dry stamp was used. This held an impression of the monarch’s signature and was used on official documents, then filled in by authorised clerks. It had been employed frequently during the last eighteen months of Henry’s life. The potential for abuse was reduced by the introduction of a register to record that the monarch had checked the stamped document before it was dispatched.


The Third Succession Act had stipulated that although the final word on the succession would be given by Henry’s last will, this was conditional on the will being signed by the King’s ‘most gracious hand’.15 As a result, the seemingly insignificant detail of the dry stamp on Henry’s will opened the door, just a crack, that the dying king thought he had slammed shut on any future Scottish claimants to his throne.










Chapter 2


‘I am resolved never to marry’


Henry VIII had died content in the knowledge that his throne would pass to his ‘precious jewel’, Edward VI. He hoped that his son would enjoy a long and successful reign and sire male heirs of his own to continue the Tudor line long into the future. But in April 1552, after just five years on the throne, Edward contracted measles, and a few months later tuberculosis. In March the following year the Venetian envoy reported that the fifteen-year-old king was dying.


It was probably around this time that Edward drafted his ‘Devise’ for the succession.1 By the terms of his father’s will, and by nature, his successors were his two half-sisters. But the Succession Act of 1536 had given him the legal right to make his own choice. Influenced by John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland, the leader of Edward’s government, he disinherited Mary and Elizabeth on the flimsy basis that they might marry a foreigner who would undermine both ‘the laws of this realm’ and ‘his proceedings in religion’.2 In the absence of any viable male heirs, he nominated his cousin, Lady Jane Grey, followed by her sisters Katherine and Mary. It is no coincidence that Dudley was scheming to marry his son Guildford to Jane. They were wed shortly after the Devise was finalised.


Edward VI died on 6 July 1553. Four days later the sixteen-year-old Lady Jane Grey was proclaimed queen. The bishop of London preached a sermon at Paul’s Cross declaring her right to the throne. It was met with a muted reception by the capital’s citizens, who were dubious about the new Queen’s right to the Tudor throne. Jane herself shared their disquiet. Upon hearing that she was Queen, she was ‘stupefied and troubled’ and fell to the ground weeping and declaring her ‘insufficiency’.3


Edward’s elder half-sister Mary was quick to rally support from her base in Norfolk. Even those who favoured the religious reform that Queen Jane espoused preferred the Catholic Mary because her claim was stronger. Alarmed by rumours of the forces gathering in ever greater numbers to support Mary Tudor, on 19 July the council capitulated and abandoned Jane. Mary was proclaimed queen amid great rejoicing. Edward VI and his father might have ridden roughshod over the laws and customs governing the succession, but for the people of England, blood was most definitely thicker than water.


Mary’s popularity quickly waned, however. Determined to return England to papal obedience, she ordered hundreds of Protestant heretics to be burned, ignoring the horrified reaction even among England’s Catholics. Her choice of husband might have been natural to her – Philip of Spain was her cousin, and as the daughter of Catherine of Aragon she was half-Spanish. But it was anathema to her subjects, who feared that England would become a mere satellite of Philip’s powerful kingdom. When Mary pressed ahead with the wedding in 1554, it sparked rebellion. Worse still, the union did not even serve the primary purpose of a royal marriage: the production of heirs. Aged thirty-eight when she married Philip (who was eleven years her junior), Mary was already approaching the end of her childbearing years.


‘They had small hope of issue by the Queen, being now 40 years old, dry, and sickly.’ This was William Camden’s withering verdict on Mary in the closing months of her reign.4 She had been queen for just five years. Despite experiencing the physical symptoms of pregnancy during two prolonged periods, by 1558 it was obvious that Mary would die without issue. Her courtiers whispered that the swelling of her stomach was more likely caused by a ‘tympany’ or tumour than a growing foetus.


In the summer of that year, the Queen invited her younger sister to Richmond Palace. No expense was spared in preparing for Elizabeth’s visit. Mary ordered a sumptuous pavilion which was bedecked with gold and crimson cloth and resembled a mythical castle, and staged a sumptuous feast, followed by dancing accompanied by a troupe of minstrels. The courtiers who gathered for this spectacular event were quick to draw conclusions from all the magnificence. Surely Mary would not have gone to such trouble or expense for anyone other than her intended successor?


After the visit, Elizabeth returned to her residence at Hatfield House, twenty miles north of London. A host of ambitious ministers, courtiers and place-seekers beat a path to her door, eager to ingratiate themselves with the dying queen’s successor. ‘Many persons of the kingdom flocked to the house of Miladi Elizabeth, the crowd constantly increasing with great frequency,’ reported Michiel Surian, the Venetian ambassador. Even while she still lived, Mary was becoming obsolete, and she knew it. ‘What disquiets her most is to see the eyes and hearts of the nation already fixed on this lady [Elizabeth] as successor to the Crown,’ reported the Count of Feria, envoy to the Queen’s husband, Philip II.5 It was a lesson that her younger sister would never forget.


Philip urged his dying wife to name her sister as heir, not least because he cherished hopes of marrying Elizabeth and thereby remaining king consort in England. But the beleaguered Queen was ‘utterly averse to give Lady Elizabeth any hope of the succession’. Instead she railed against her sister, full of ‘inveterate hatred’ for all the wrongs that she had committed. Adoration of her husband soon overcame her aversion, however, and she sent Philip a message, expressing herself ‘muy contenta [much pleased]’ with his suggestion. ‘Madam Elizabeth already sees herself as the next Queen,’ Feria reported to Philip soon afterwards, ‘and having come to the conclusion, that she would have succeeded, even if your Majesty and the Queen had opposed it, she does not feel indebted to your Majesty in this matter.’6


On 28 October 1558, Mary added a codicil to her will, finally acknowledging that there would be no ‘fruit of her body’ and confirming that the crown would go to the next heir by law. According to the Third Succession Act and her father’s will, this was her half-sister. Even now, though, Mary could not bring herself to nominate her because Elizabeth was an avowed Protestant. Three weeks later, the Queen slipped from a life that had been marked by tragedy and heartache. A messenger was immediately dispatched to Hatfield with the news. Upon hearing that she was now Queen of England, Elizabeth proclaimed: ‘My Lords, the law of nature moves me to sorrow for my sister; the burden that is fallen upon me makes me amazed.’7


When Elizabeth was proclaimed Queen in the City of London, there was great rejoicing. Across the capital, church bells were rung and at night bonfires were lit, around which thousands of people gathered to drink and make merry. The new Queen made a show of honouring her late sister. She arranged a lavish funeral at a cost of £7,763 (equivalent to more than £1.8 million today). But when it came to Mary’s tomb, the mask of respect began to slip. The epitaph was more complimentary to the new Queen than to the old:


Marie now dead, Elizabeth lives, our just and lawful Queen


In whom her sister’s virtues rare, abundantly are seen.


 


Elizabeth did not bother to commission a tomb above the unmarked vault in which Mary was interred and during the course of her reign pieces of stone from the alteration work within Westminster Abbey were piled on top of it.8


During the weeks and months that followed her accession, the new queen seized every opportunity to distance herself from her predecessor. This was born less of arrogance than of politics. Mary had courted widespread resentment during her brief, bloody reign. Her marriage to Philip of Spain had sparked rebellion, her attempts to return England to the Roman Catholic fold had been opposed by Catholics and Protestants alike, and her burning of hundreds of Protestant heretics had earned her the sobriquet ‘Bloody Mary’. Elizabeth had learned from all of this: she would not marry at all, let alone a foreigner, and she would seek compromise in religion. But the greatest lesson that she drew from her sister’s reign was not to name her successor.


The widespread rejoicing at the accession of Henry VIII’s younger, more personable daughter quickly receded. She may have been more popular than Mary but, like her, she was of the wrong gender to rule effectively. In the same year that Elizabeth came to the throne, John Knox published a tract declaring that it was ‘repugnant’ and ‘more than a monster in nature that a Woman shall reign and have empire above Man’.9 Few of his contemporaries disagreed. Sixteenth-century society was a patriarchy in which women were considered the weaker sex in every single respect: physically, emotionally, spiritually and morally. They were entirely subject to the rule of husbands, fathers, brothers and kings. At the apex of society, the system of primogeniture was well established: Henry VIII would not have gone to so much trouble (or through so many wives) if he had been content for one of his daughters to succeed him.


Yet from the outset, Elizabeth made it clear that she had no intention of conforming to social conventions and declared that she was resolved to remain a virgin. The idea that any woman, let alone a queen, would not marry was preposterous to those present. As a self-confessed ‘weak and feeble woman’, Elizabeth could not possibly govern a kingdom without a husband dictating her every move. Besides, marriage was essential to produce an heir and secure the succession. Ruling alone as a ‘sole queen’ plunged both Elizabeth and England into jeopardy.


 


Elizabeth’s accession brought the rivalry between England and Scotland back to the fore. Even though England’s new Queen had been named as the rightful successor by her dying sister, and by the terms of their father’s will (which Elizabeth had access to and believed to be valid), many of England’s Catholics viewed Mary Stuart as the stronger claimant. Mary had inherited the crown of Scotland from her father James V in 1542, when she was only six days old, so she had been Queen for just shy of sixteen years when Elizabeth came to the English throne. The latter was also technically illegitimate, her father having annulled his marriage to Anne Boleyn before she was executed. Elizabeth was tainted by her mother’s alleged adultery. Anne Boleyn was widely condemned as the ‘Great Whore’ and her daughter was often referred to as the ‘Little Whore’. To make matters worse, as a teenager Elizabeth had been embroiled in a sexual scandal of her own, involving Thomas Seymour, husband of her former stepmother Katherine Parr. He was later executed. By contrast, Mary Stuart’s legitimacy was beyond question: her parents’ marriage was uncontested, she had lived a virtuous life, free from scandal, and her Catholic faith made her a more appealing prospect to at least half of Elizabeth’s subjects than Anne Boleyn’s heretical daughter.


Mary’s hand was strengthened by the fact that as well as being Queen of Scots, she would one day be Queen of France. In 1548 the Scottish regent, James Hamilton, second Earl of Arran, had concluded a treaty with France. As well as sending a sizeable force to take up camp in Leith, from where they could either defend against or attack England, the French had agreed to a betrothal between the Dauphin Francis, eldest son and heir of King Henry II, and the five-year-old Queen of Scots. Mary had subsequently sailed to France and lived there for several years while a succession of regents ruled for her in Scotland. Peace with England had been declared in the spring of 1550, but the French had remained encamped at Leith.


In April 1558 Mary and the Dauphin were married. The very day after Elizabeth I’s accession, Mary and her new husband began to style themselves King and Queen of England and included the English royal arms in Mary’s shield. Her father-in-law, Henry II, always keen to wrong-foot his English rival, proceeded to denounce Elizabeth as an illegitimate usurper. At the wedding of his daughter, Princess Claude, in January 1559, he ordered Mary’s servants to wear the arms of England on their livery, quartered with her own.


All this dealt Mary’s relationship with Elizabeth a fatal blow. Highly sensitive to the merest hint of her illegitimacy, the new Queen of England had received enough provocation from the Queen of Scots to fuel a lifetime’s enmity. With a healthy dose of hindsight, Camden opined: ‘Hereupon Queen Elizabeth bore . . . secret grudge against her [Mary], which the subtle malice of men on both sides cherished, growing betwixt them, emulation, and new occasions daily arising, in such sort, that it could not be extinguished but by death.’10


The threat posed by Mary was heightened in July 1559 when Henry II, in the prime of his life, was injured during a joust and died from his infected wound the following month, leaving the throne to his fifteen-year-old son Francis. Even though her Guise uncles assumed the power of regency, Mary’s status and power had never been greater. She was now Queen in two countries, and sandwiched between them both was England. Sir Nicholas Throckmorton, the English ambassador to France, urged Elizabeth: ‘The best means that has been thought on for the quietness of the two Queens is . . . that Queen Elizabeth should for herself and her heirs peaceably enjoy the crown of England; and failing herself and her heirs, that the Queen of Scotland should be accepted next heir of England.’11


But centuries of history between England and Scotland had proved that neither enjoyed the ascendancy for long. Upon hearing of Mary’s elevation to the throne of France, Elizabeth made friendly overtures, offering to send a portrait of herself. Mary expressed delight at the idea and assured her cousin ‘her affection is fully reciprocated’.12 Such diplomatic niceties disguised darker schemes. Mary’s mother, Mary of Guise, who had acted as regent for her daughter in Scotland since 1554, had followed a pro-French, pro-Catholic policy, which had sparked growing opposition from the self-styled Lords of the Congregation, a group of powerful Protestant Scottish nobles.


In the autumn of 1559, Elizabeth dispatched seasoned diplomat Thomas Randolph to escort James Hamilton, son of the second Earl of Arran and a kinsman and former attendant to Mary, Queen of Scots, safely to Scotland. Hamilton, who had been mooted as a husband for Elizabeth in her youth, was a Protestant known for his opposition to the French-dominated regency in Scotland, had fled to Geneva in July that year with the help of Throckmorton. In arranging for Hamilton’s safe passage to Scotland, the English queen hoped he would stir up trouble for Mary of Guise. It was all done with the utmost secrecy and those involved used code names to communicate.


After crossing the English Channel, Randolph and Hamilton made their way to Hampton Court, where the Scotsman had a private interview with the English queen. No record of their conversation has survived, but Gilles de Noailles, the French ambassador in England, reported that Elizabeth was plotting to make Hamilton King of Scotland by the consent of the Lords of the Congregation, with England as its superior kingdom. Scotland would pay England an annual fee and Elizabeth would add the arms of Scotland to her heraldry. Although there is no contemporary evidence to support this, an English document of 1583 claimed that the Scottish nobility were ‘fully resolved to have deprived her [Mary] of her government, and established the same in . . . the Earl of Arran [Hamilton]’.13


If Elizabeth had devised such a scheme, it came to nothing. Upon his return to Scotland, Hamilton became embroiled in Scottish intrigues but was able to rally little support. Always an unstable character, his mental health soon deteriorated. ‘[He] is so drowned in dreams, and so feed[s] himself with fantasies, that either men fear that he will fall into some dangerous and incurable sickness, or play one day some mad part that will bring himself to mischief,’ Randolph reported in 1562.14


In February 1560, the Lords of the Congregation signed a treaty with Elizabeth aimed at ousting the French from Scotland with the help of English troops. The following month, the English queen sent Randolph as her ambassador to Scotland. Randolph was able to exert considerable influence in encouraging the Protestants against Mary of Guise and effecting an understanding between them and Elizabeth. The success of his mission secured numerous other embassies to Scotland during the following twenty-six years. He also acted on behalf of William Cecil who, like him, was driven by ardent Protestantism.


On 11 June 1560, Mary of Guise died. There has been conjecture that she was poisoned on the orders of Elizabeth or those acting in her interests, but the evidence points to natural causes. Mary had been complaining of dropsy and her legs were so swollen that she was virtually lame. The following month, Elizabeth concluded an alliance with the Lords of the Congregation. The Treaty of Edinburgh was also signed by representatives of Mary Stuart’s husband, Francis II, who agreed to withdraw French troops from Scotland and, with his wife, to stop quartering the English royal arms in their heraldry.


Mary’s time as Queen of France would be brief. Her husband died of an ear infection in December 1560 and his mother, Catherine de’ Medici, became regent for her younger son, Charles IX. The following summer, Mary decided to return to her native Scotland. The easiest passage was to cross the Channel and ride northwards through England. She duly made peaceable overtures to her English cousin, assuring her that she desired only ‘amity’, given ‘they were both in one isle, of one language, the nearest kinswomen that each other had, and both queens’.15 But when Elizabeth invited her to prove this by ratifying the Treaty of Edinburgh, Mary was evasive and the passage was refused.


Highly affronted, Mary returned to Scotland via a more circuitous route in August 1561. She was immediately confronted with a volatile political situation, in which Catholic and Protestant factions battled for supremacy. Having been in France since the age of five, she lacked the understanding and experience to bring matters under control. Rather than attempting to deal with the issues that threatened to tear her kingdom apart, she focused her attention on the English throne, which she persisted in viewing as hers by right.


The Scottish queen began by declaring her intention to form a ‘strict and sisterly friendship’ with her cousin Elizabeth. As Melville observed: ‘There appeared outwardly no more difference, but that the Queen of England was the elder sister, and the Queen of Scotland the younger, whom the Queen of England promised to declare second person [her heir], according to her good behaviour.’16 This behaviour soon proved otherwise. For all her effusive expressions of friendship and affection towards her cousin, Mary refused to ratify the Treaty of Edinburgh because it recognised Elizabeth as Queen of England. She would doggedly resist intense pressure to do so throughout her rule in Scotland.


The scene was set for a bitter rivalry that would dominate Elizabeth’s reign for the next twenty-five years – and would, ultimately, decide the succession to her throne.


 


‘In the end this shall be for me sufficient: that a marble stone shall declare that a queen, having reigned such a time, lived and died a virgin,’ Elizabeth I had told the first Parliament of her reign, on 10 February 1559. Mistress of theatre as well as words, she stretched out her hand so that those present could see the coronation ring and exhorted them: ‘Reproach me so no more, that I have no children: for every one of you, and as many as are English, are my children and kinsfolks.’17


It was a brilliant speech, demonstrating the new queen’s mastery of theatre and words and evoking a positive, maternal image of female sovereignty. But few would have trusted the sincerity of her words. The Imperial emissary summed up the majority view when he opined: ‘That she should wish to remain a maid and never marry is inconceivable.’18 Elizabeth’s subjects and advisers saw it as imperative that she find a husband as soon as possible so that he could take over the reins of government and enable her to fulfil a queen’s foremost purpose of providing the kingdom with heirs.


Shortly after Elizabeth’s accession, her former brother-in-law, Philip II, had told her that she should marry him in order to ‘relieve her of those labours which are only fit for men’. His ambassador in England, Bishop Álvaro de la Quadra, smugly predicted: ‘This woman’s troubles are growing apace, and her house will be in a blaze before she knows it.’ The inference was clear: for as long as Elizabeth remained single, England’s downfall was inevitable. This was reinforced by Thomas Gargrave, speaker of the House of Commons, who in the 1559 Parliament reminded the new queen: ‘The Kings of England have never been more careful of anything, than that the Royal Family might not fail of issue.’ In reply, Elizabeth called on a higher authority: ‘If I continue in this kind of life I have begun, I doubt not but God will so direct mine own and your counsels, that you shall not need to doubt of a successor which may be more beneficial to the Commonwealth than he which may be born of me, considering that the issue of the best princes many times degenerates.’19


Did Elizabeth mean it, or was this just statecraft: a ploy to increase her value on the international marriage market? Marriage can hardly have been an appealing prospect for a young woman whose mother and stepmother Catherine Howard had been executed on the orders of her father, and who had witnessed the rebellion, humiliation and, ultimately, fruitlessness that resulted from her half-sister Mary’s union with Philip of Spain. According to Elizabeth’s chief favourite and confidant, Robert Dudley, at the tender age of eight she had vowed: ‘I will never marry.’ Shortly after her accession to the throne, she had declared: ‘It seemed unto me an inconsiderate folly to draw upon myself the cares which might proceed of marriage.’ When pressed on the matter, her reaction occasionally veered towards the hysterical. She told a French ambassador that she would leave herself entirely vulnerable if she took a husband, as he could ‘carry out some evil wish, if he had one’. On another occasion, she rounded on a German envoy, declaring that she would rather go into a nunnery or ‘suffer death’ than marry. As the pressure intensified, she hinted at the trauma that lay behind her resistance, confiding that she ‘hated the idea of marriage every day more, for reasons which she could not divulge to a twin soul, if she had one, much less to a living creature’.20


Alongside the psychological reasons against marriage, there were the political. As the younger, bastardised daughter of Henry VIII, Elizabeth had grown up with little prospect of ever inheriting the throne. Yet she had battled through disgrace, imprisonment and the ever-present threat of execution to become queen regnant and was not about to give up her power to a husband. The Scottish ambassador Sir James Melville, who visited Elizabeth’s court in 1564, quickly got the measure of her. ‘Your Majesty thinks, if you were married, you would be but Queen of England; and now you are both King and Queen. I know your spirit cannot endure a commander.’ As Elizabeth herself declared: ‘I will have but one mistress here, and no master!’ But if she alone knew that she was in earnest, she also knew the value of holding out the hope – or, in Mary Stuart’s case, the threat – that she might change her mind. In the same conversation, she told Melville: ‘I am resolved never to marry, if I be not thereto necessitated by the Queen my sister’s harsh behaviour towards me.’ Before long, her exasperated councillors were expressing their belief that ‘no man can know the intention of her heart . . . but God and herself’.21


 


In the early months of Elizabeth’s reign, the question of her marriage was quickly, if temporarily, superseded by that of religion. The product of Henry VIII’s break with Rome and his marriage to Anne Boleyn, she had been raised a Protestant. But some of her closest companions were Catholic and she was not averse to hearing mass in private when the mood took her. Moreover, having lived through the turbulent reign of her half-sister, whose blind insistence on returning England to Roman Catholicism had sparked widespread opposition and rebellion, Elizabeth was more inclined to compromise. ‘I would not open windows into men’s souls,’ she is often quoted as saying. Those words may have been Francis Bacon’s rather than the Queen’s, but they neatly summed up her approach.


However, in establishing an official state religion, compromise was not easily achieved. Not only did Elizabeth need to take account of the opposing views of her subjects, but those of her potential allies abroad. If she chose to uphold her predecessor’s religion, alliance with the two superpowers, France and Spain, would be within her grasp. Returning to Protestantism would align England with some of the Dutch provinces, who had the commercial advantage as England’s main trading partner.


At the opening of Parliament in January 1559, Sir Nicholas Bacon (father of Francis), as Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal, delivered a speech urging its members ‘to unite the people of this realm into a uniform order of religion’. The following month, the House of Commons passed an act that joined together a bill of supremacy, confirming Elizabeth as head of the church, with a bill of uniformity, establishing the official religion. It was decisively rejected by the Catholic-dominated House of Lords, forcing the Queen and her advisers to change tack. When Parliament reconvened in April, a revised Act of Supremacy was presented, which still abolished papal supremacy but defined Elizabeth as Supreme Governor, rather than Supreme Head, of the church.22 This slight but significant amendment achieved its aim: the act was passed with a sizeable majority. The new Act of Uniformity was more contentious. It restored the Protestant form of worship established by Edward VI in 1552 but retained some Catholic practices. Crucially, it also allowed for both a Catholic and Protestant form of communion. It was an unsatisfactory compromise and was passed by the narrowest of margins, with all twenty bishops in the House of Lords, each of whom was Catholic, voting against it.


The ambiguity of the new religious settlement was reflected by the succession of Elizabeth’s suitors, who were drawn from both Catholic and Protestant camps. Although she was resolved to preserve her ‘single state’, Elizabeth was shrewd enough to give hope to these suitors in order to strengthen England’s international position. Her former brother-in-law was the first in a long line of European potentates to seek her hand in marriage. Philip II had made little secret of his distaste for his first Tudor bride, Mary I, telling an attendant that she was ‘no good from the point of view of fleshly sensuality’. But he had enjoyed being King of England and was eager to regain that position through marriage to his dead wife’s sister. When Elizabeth refused to fall in with his scheme, he promoted the suit of his cousin and fellow Catholic Charles II, Archduke of Austria. Philip’s agent in England, Quadra, confidently predicted, ‘If the Archduke comes [to England] she will marry him’, but in the next breath admitted that she was ‘as fickle as ever’.23


A more peaceable but still futile proposal was made by the Protestant Eric XIV of Sweden. He had inherited his father’s throne a little under two years after Elizabeth’s accession and had already made clear his interest in her. But then, he had also made unsuccessful marriage proposals to several other royal women, among them Elizabeth’s rival, Mary, Queen of Scots. What was more, he proved singularly unsuited to the task of governing a country and was overthrown in January 1569. By then, the idea of marriage with the Queen of England had been abandoned. After pretending to consider his suit for a time, Elizabeth had politely but firmly rejected it, telling him: ‘We do not conceive in our heart to take a husband.’24


The Queen’s reluctance had not been the only obstacle. Eric XIV was not alone among her various suitors in being concerned by the nature of her relationship with her chief favourite, Robert Dudley. ‘All those who wished to see the Queen married, the whole nation in short, blamed him [Dudley] alone for the delay that had taken place,’ the Spanish ambassador reported in February 1566. Kat Astley, one of Elizabeth’s closest attendants, had been at pains to assure the Swedish king: ‘The Queen was free of any man living, and that she would not have the Lord Robert.’25 Elizabeth and Dudley’s friendship was forged in childhood and strengthened by adversity: both were imprisoned in the Tower on suspicion of complicity in the Wyatt rebellion of 1554. As well as being one of the Queen’s public advisers, Dudley was her constant companion in private. A year after her accession, she appointed him rooms next to her privy chamber so that they might meet away from the prying eyes of the court. The intimacy between them was obvious to all. When admitting her favourite to the Order of St George, Elizabeth tickled his neck. On another occasion, she mopped the sweat from his brow after a tennis match.


In the early years of their relationship, there was no question of the Queen marrying her favourite, even if she had wished to, because he already had a wife. But in 1560, Amy Dudley was found dead at the couple’s Oxfordshire home. The circumstances were suspicious. On the day of her death, she had insisted that all her servants attend a local fair so that she was left alone. They returned to find her at the bottom of a short flight of stairs, her neck broken and two small wounds to her head. The news spread like wildfire across the courts of Europe. When Mary, Queen of Scots heard of it, she quipped that her English rival was about to marry her ‘horsekeeper’, who had killed his wife to make way for her.26 In fact, the suspicion of foul play ensured that far from leaving the way clear for Dudley to pursue his matrimonial ambitions, Amy’s death destroyed them altogether. It was unthinkable that the Queen would marry a man suspected of his wife’s murder.


But then, Elizabeth had probably never intended to take Dudley as a husband, so the situation suited her perfectly. Queen and favourite soon resumed their former intimacy, albeit with a little more discretion than before. In November 1561, she disguised herself as the maid of one of her ladies so that she could enjoy the secret pleasure of watching Dudley shoot at Windsor. In the letters that the pair exchanged, they used the symbol ‘ôô’ as code for the nickname ‘Eyes’ that Elizabeth had given her favourite. For as long as Elizabeth remained unmarried, it was inevitable that the gossip surrounding her relationship with Dudley would intensify. Soon, there were rumours that he ‘hath got the Queen with child’. Years later, a young man going by the name of Arthur Dudley arrived at Philip II’s court in Spain claiming to be the bastard offspring of their clandestine affair.27


The question of whether Elizabeth was really the Virgin Queen is as hotly debated today as it was in the sixteenth century. Unless fresh evidence comes to light, the truth will probably never be known. But the practicalities of the Tudor court made the chances of conducting an affair in secret slim at best. As Elizabeth herself pointed out: ‘I do not live in a corner. A thousand eyes see all I do.’28 Her former stepmother Catherine Howard had risked an illicit affair and paid for it with her life. By contrast, Elizabeth was a shrewd political operator with steely self-control. She had fought too hard for her throne to throw it away on the discovery of an affair or, worse, an unwanted pregnancy. In the international marriage market, reputation was everything and, as the daughter of the ‘Great Whore’, Elizabeth had more to prove than most.










Chapter 3


‘No queen in England but I’


According to the terms of her father’s will, if Elizabeth remained unmarried and childless then her throne would pass first to the surviving daughters of Henry VIII’s niece, Frances Grey. The eldest of these was Katherine, who was about eighteen years old at the time of Elizabeth’s accession and considered an attractive prospect by dint of her looks and royal blood. Katherine’s sister Mary, who was five years younger, was a good deal less attractive. But the Grey sisters’ claim to the throne was tarnished by a hint of bastardy. Their grandfather, Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk, had a wife living (albeit an estranged one) at the time that he married their grandmother, Henry VIII’s sister Mary. Charles had proved that earlier marriage invalid and secured a papal bull that confirmed the legitimacy of his marriage to the King’s sister. But, as Henry himself had known all too well, in the eyes of their contemporaries, papal bulls and annulments were mere smoke and mirrors compared with the solemnity of marriage vows.


Tainted or not, the Grey sisters had royal blood and Elizabeth’s predecessor had shown them considerable favour. Mary had appointed them ladies of the bedchamber and had given their mother Frances shared precedence with Margaret Tudor’s daughter and namesake, Margaret Douglas, at state occasions, ahead of Elizabeth – something that the latter neither forgot nor forgave. Queen Mary had seemed so fond of Katherine that it had been rumoured she would name her as her successor. She had even overlooked the fact that the girls’ father had supported the rebel Thomas Wyatt in 1554 – which Elizabeth was not prepared to do. From the very beginning of her reign, Elizabeth made it clear that she distrusted the Grey sisters, Katherine in particular. The Spanish ambassador noticed: ‘The Queen could not abide the sight of her’ and that she bore her ‘no goodwill’. As well as demoting Katherine and Mary to maids of honour, she made it clear that she ‘does not wish her [Katherine] to succeed, in case of her death without heirs’.1


The elder of the Grey sisters made no secret of the fact that she was ‘dissatisfied and offended’ by this treatment. Her resentment towards Elizabeth made her a natural ally of the Spanish envoys at court, who soon began to promote her as the rightful successor to the heretic queen. Philip II was rumoured to be plotting a marriage between Katherine and his degenerate son, Don Carlos, as a means of reclaiming the throne that he had briefly occupied as Mary’s consort. One of his envoys reported ‘that if the Queen were to die your Majesty [Philip II] would get the kingdom into your family by means of Lady Katherine’. By November 1559, the Spanish ambassador confidently predicted ‘the ruin which, as I think daily threatens the Queen’ and that she would be ‘succeeded by Lady Katherine, who would be very much more desirable than this one’.2


Aware of the rumours, and conscious of the threat posed by another blood claimant, Mary Stuart, Elizabeth changed tack. She promoted the Grey sisters to her bedchamber and made a show of favouring the elder. She was fooling no one. ‘The Queen calls Lady Katherine her daughter,’ Camden recorded, ‘although the feeling between them can hardly be that of mother and child, but the Queen has thought best to put her in her chamber and makes much of her in order to keep her quiet. She even talks about formally adopting her.’3


This uneasy truce was not to last. In the closing weeks of 1560, Katherine took the reckless step of marrying without the Queen’s knowledge or consent, which was tantamount to treason for a person of royal blood. Worse still, her new husband was another blood claimant: Edward Seymour, Earl of Hertford, nephew of Henry VIII’s third queen, Jane Seymour. His father of the same name had seized power as Lord Protector for Edward VI upon Henry VIII’s death, which made Elizabeth and her advisers suspect Hertford would make a similar grab for the throne. Katherine and Seymour’s combined claim to the English crown was impressive, but it spelled the end of Spanish support. Quadra scorned her new husband as being ‘very heretical’.4 This in turn heightened Katherine’s appeal to England’s Protestants. The couple managed to keep their marriage a secret for several months; by the time Elizabeth discovered it, Katherine was heavily pregnant. Incandescent with rage, the Queen ordered them both to the Tower while her officials set to work investigating the legality of their marriage.


A little over a month later, on 24 September 1561, Lady Katherine Grey gave birth to a son in the Tower. It had been a dangerous enough threat to have two rival claimants united in marriage. Now they had a male heir whose claim descended from two royal lines. Little wonder that the Queen was reported to be ‘particularly embittered’ by the news and ‘already . . . bent on having the child declared a bastard by Parliament’.5 Lady Katherine countered this by arranging for her new son to be baptised in secret. He was named Edward, after his father, and was later given the courtesy title of Viscount Beauchamp. But until Katherine could prove that her marriage had been lawful – a challenge, since the priest had disappeared without trace and the only witness was dead – the boy’s legitimacy would be in doubt.


The disgrace of Lady Katherine Grey bolstered the prospects of Henry Hastings, who had recently become third Earl of Huntingdon, as a potential successor to Elizabeth. Huntingdon was of the old Yorkist line, his great-grandmother being Lady Margaret Pole, niece to King Edward IV. Born around 1536, the eldest of six sons, Huntingdon was from a new generation which had barely known a Catholic England, except during the brief, bloody reign of Mary, when he had suffered a spell in the Tower.6 His grandfather, Henry Pole, Lord Montague, had been a close personal friend of Henry VIII before the King became suspicious of the whole family, chiefly because of their royal blood, and had Pole executed.


While his grandfather was still in favour, Hastings had been educated with Henry VIII’s son and heir, the future Edward VI. Given that Elizabeth had also shared her half-brother’s studies, she had probably been acquainted with Hastings from an early age. All three children were profoundly influenced by the evangelical Protestantism of Edward’s tutors, a faith that was strengthened for Hastings during his time at university. His chief supporter on Elizabeth’s council was his brother-in-law Robert Dudley (he was married to Dudley’s sister, Katherine). The earl’s staunch defence of the Protestant faith attracted several other powerful councillors to his cause, including William Cecil, Elizabeth’s most trusted adviser. Impressive though Huntingdon’s lineage was, the fact that he was not descended from Henry VII stood against him. The earl himself insisted that he was ‘inferior to many others both in degree and any princely quality fit for a prince’.7


In January 1560, Quadra reported that the opponents of Katherine Grey had declared that no woman should succeed and had spoken in favour of Huntingdon. Two months later, the ambassador predicted that the Queen might go so far as to formally name him her heir. The earl himself shrank from the idea, knowing Elizabeth’s sensitivity about the subject and living in dread of being sent back to the Tower. Unusually for a courtier, he seemed free of political guile or ambition and never showed any desire for the throne. His brother described him as ‘a loyal servant to his sovereign, and for her service would spare neither purse nor pains; a careful man for his country being in public causes most provident, and in private most upright, loathing and detesting to seek gain by either . . . as perfect a man as flesh and blood can afford’.8 But his brother-in-law pushed his claim for him. The higher Robert Dudley rose in the Queen’s favour, the more supporters flocked to Huntingdon’s cause. The ever-watchful Quadra claimed that William Cecil had remarked that Huntingdon was the real heir of England and that all the Protestants wanted him as their next king.
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